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[The following article by Lucien O. Chauvin is reprinted with the permission of Noticias Aliadas
in Lima, Peru. It first appeared in the Dec. 3, 2001, edition of the weekly publication Latinamerica
Press.]
Concern is mounting among Peruvian and US authorities about an increase in the amount of opium
poppies being found in the country. So far this year, Peruvian anti-drug police have destroyed more
than 130 hectares of poppies and confiscated more than 10 kg of opium. Opium latex from poppies
is processed into morphine and heroin. That marks a massive increase over last year, when police
destroyed 26 ha of poppies and found no poppy-based drugs.
"The government needs to deal with poppies in a very forceful way," said Peru's recently appointed
drug czar, Ricardo Vega Llona. "Unfortunately a large area of the country is perfect for growing
poppies." Poppies have been detected from the northern department of Amazonas to the central
highland department of Abancay. Anti-drug police say poppy fields have been found in cloudforest ravines ranging from 1,500 to 3,000 meters above sea level.
Unlike coca, Peru's best-known drug crop, poppies are planted in hard-to-reach ravines, often
several days' walk from the closest hamlet. They can also be grown under the thick jungle canopy,
making them extremely difficult to detect from the air. Poppies do not require the labor-intensive
processing needed for coca and are ready for tapping within six months of planting, while it takes
coca bushes two years to mature before their first harvesting. The largest poppy field discovered so
far is in the Santa Lucia area, once a bastion of the coca and cocaine trade, where in August police
destroyed 43 ha of poppies.
Anti-drug police have run into resistance from local families allegedly involved in the poppy trade.
In a July raid on coca crops, anti-drug police stumbled upon a clandestine laboratory used to process
opium. When they confiscated 500 grams of processed morphine, local residents attacked them with
rocks.
Col. Raul Quintana, head of the anti-drug police in Mazamari, in the central department of Junin,
said women and children often serve as a first line of attack, forcing officers to retreat in a hail of
rocks. "How can we use force against children?" he asked. Quintana also faces a shortage of money
and equipment for eradicating poppies, which he said could easily spread throughout the central
jungle region. "Once the flowers bloom, the seeds can be harvested and planted anywhere," he said.
"This is an easy crop to grow."
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The fight against drugs has been complicated by a large decrease in the international price of coffee,
once touted as the perfect alternative to drug crops in high jungle areas. The slump could lead
campesinos back to coca, reversing the Peruvian government's success in eradicating coca in recent
years. Farmers in the central jungle are selling their coffee crops for US$0.80 a kg, about half the
price they fetched a year ago and not enough to cover production costs.
The National Coffee Board estimates that almost 25,000 ha of coffee could disappear if international
prices do not increase. Vega Llona said currently 40,000 ha of coca are under cultivation, with the
capacity to produce 145 tons of cocaine, down from 98,000 ha in 1996. Peru is the world's secondlargest producer of coca and cocaine, after Colombia, and traffickers already have routes in place
to smuggle drugs to the US and Europe. They could easily use these routes for opium or heroin, as
Colombian traffickers have done.
US-supported interception of small planes suspected of carrying drugs was halted after a US
missionary plane was mistakenly shot down in April, killing a Baptist missionary and her baby
(See NotiSur, 2001-05-18, 2001-11-09). But officials say traffickers had already established alternate
overland routes from the Peruvian jungle to the coast of Brazil. Raw opium fetches between US$300
and US$400 a kg, but the price skyrockets once it is transformed into heroin.
The US Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) estimates that the wholesale price of a kilogram
of heroin smuggled into the US is US$60,000 to US$70,000. The value on the streets of New York is
closer to US$300,000. One hectare of quality poppies can produce one kilogram of heroin. Peruvian
authorities are also troubled by the anti-drug effort under way in Colombia as part of Plan Colombia
(see NotiSur, 2001-03-02, 2001-08-03). Vega Llona and others fear that Colombian traffickers could
turn to Peru if poppy crops in their country are eradicated.
The UN Office for Drug Control and Crime Prevention says Colombia is the world's fourth-largest
producer of opium poppies, after Afghanistan, the People's Republic of China, and Laos. The US
government, which is closely monitoring the spread of poppies here, is taking steps to help Peruvian
authorities. The US anti-drug assistance budget for next year includes nearly US$30 million to
upgrade helicopters and equip them for poppy eradication. The US is also training police in poppy
eradication techniques.
US Ambassador to Peru John Hamilton has expressed concern about poppy cultivation and
has said that the US government is willing to work with Peru to deal with the problem before it
becomes even more serious. Unlike growing coca leaves, which are used in rituals and chewed
by campesinos, possessing poppy seeds or planting the crop in any form is illegal in Peru under
Legislative Decree 824.
"Poppies are not like coca," Vega Llona said. "They have no traditional or cultural significance in
this country. There are no arguments against full, forced eradication." The Peruvian government's
drug-eradication and drug- mapping agencies have been authorized to extend their work to poppies
and are currently mapping poppy fields. "We have to address this problem immediately. We will
use all available mechanisms to stop the spread of this crop," Vega Llona said.
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